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Advisors: Beth Doll and Theresa Graham
Despite evidence that ethnic identity development is a salient task in
adolescence, the issue has not been examined among youth in residential care. This
study examined the relationship between ethnic identity and psychological well-being
in adolescents in a residential treatment program. More specifically, this study
investigated whether ethnic identity was related to psychological adaptation and
academic functioning among White and non-White adolescents in this setting. A chief
interest of the study concerned the construct of developmental competence and
adaptation and the theoretical notion that a strong ethnic identity might be
significantly related to the absence of psychological distress and the presence of
school competence among this unique population. Using surveys and archival
records, data were collected and analyzed from 107 students (White = 49, non-White
= 58) who attended high school in a residential treatment program. Results of the
multiple regressions did not support the hypotheses that a strong ethnic identity,
assessed by the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992) was
positively related to school success and negatively related to psychological distress.

Psychological distress was measured by the 10-item Multidimensional Anxiety Scale
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for Children (MASC-10; March, 1997) and the Children’s Depression Inventory
(CDI; Kovacs, 1987). School success was measured by (a) school performance, as
indicated by individual achievement test scores and cumulative high school grade
point average; (b) future educational plans; and (c) involvement in extracurricular
activities. Significant differences were found in ethnic identity between White and
non-White participants. African American and other ethnically diverse adolescents
had significantly higher scores on the MEIM than did the White youth. Significant
age and gender differences were found for psychological distress and academic
success as well. Results suggest there is a need for future studies to continue the line

of research presented in this study.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Concern about the psychological well-being of children and adolescents in
America is greater than ever. Alarmingly, about 9.5 million youth experience
difficulties serious enough to warrant professional intervention (Bates, English, &
Kouidou-Giles, 1997; Tuma, 1989). For more than one-half million of these children,
residential placement is necessary due to significant emotional, behavioral, and/or
familial dysfunction (Friman, 2000; Friman et al., 1996). As the problems
experienced by children become more complex and challenging, the number of those
placed in residential treatment settings is expected to increase (Chamberlain &
Friman, 1997; Gilman & Handwerk, 2001).

Children of color are overrepresented in residential treatment programs
(Chow, Jaffee, & Snowden, 2003; Kruzich, Friesen, Williams-Murphy, & Longley,
2002; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001). While African
Americans make up approximately 12 percent of the total population (Aponte &
Crouch, 2000), they constitute about 26 percent of the youth (from 10 to 19 years of
age) in residential facilities (Kruzich et al., 2002). Even so, the needs of minority
racial/ethnic groups remain poorly understood and largely unmet. Authorities in the
field point to the lack of research devoted to the mental health status of ethnic
minority adolescents (Kagawa-Singer, 1996; U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2001). Given the widespread recognition of the need to reduce health

disparities for ethnic minorities and to develop effective services for all groups
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(National Institute of Mental Health, 2000), the paucity of research in this specialized
population is surprising.

Little is known about child and adolescent development in the context of this
type of treatment. Programs are often based on theoretical models that incorporate
developmental theory in principle. However, it is rarely clear how such theory is put
into clinical practice (Miskimins, 1990; Zimmerman, 1990; as cited in Kools &
Spiers, 2002). It is widely believed that mental health treatment for adolescents
suffers from inattention to and/or a lack of understanding of developmental issues
(Holmbeck & Kendall, 2002).

One factor that has gained recognition as important in adolescent development
is ethnic identity (McMahon & Watts, 2002). Ethnic identity has been positively
associated with a variety of developmental outcomes among a normalized population
of youth and adults, including self-esteem (Roberts et al., 1999), academic
achievement (Phinney, 1992), quality of life (Utsey, Chae, Brown, & Kelly, 2002),
and coping (Zaff, Blount, Phillips, & Cohen, 2002).

Despite the documented connection between ethnic identity and
developmental outcomes among youth in the general population, the relationship has
not been examined within adolescents in residential placement. Indeed, no empirical
studies of this specialized at-risk population were found that included an assessment
of ethnic identity, and most documented interventions did not include goals of
enhancing ethnic identity (McMahon & Watts, 2002). Most studies simply reported

the ethnic composition of the participants when describing the demographic
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characteristics of a residential sample. Again, this is surprising given the significant
number of minority racial/ethnic children in residential treatment. Given that much
remains unknown in our understanding of the role of ethnic identity in improving
outcomes among youth in residential treatment, this study was crucial in order to
better understand ethnic identity and psychological well-being in residential
adolescents.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate the role of ethnic identity among
adolescents in a residential treatment setting. Specifically, this research examined
whether the presence of a positive ethnic identity was related to psychological well-
being in a group of adolescents with a history of serious emotional and/or behavioral
disturbance. Psychological well-being, as operationalized in this study, would be
reflected in the presence of competence in developmentally salient tasks and the
absence of psychopathology. Competence would be demonstrated by academic
success, as indicated by good academic performance and achievement, self-identified
future educational plans, and participation in extracurricular activities.
Psychopathology would be reflected in the presence of current symptoms of
depression and anxiety. It was hypothesized that adolescents who indicated a strong
ethnic identity would demonstrate fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety and
higher levels of school success. It was anticipated that this study would provide
information about the influence of a positive ethnic identity on the psychological

well-being of a unique population of adolescents, i.e., those in residential treatment.
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Such information would contribute to ensuring that developmentally appropriate and
culturally sensitive services are provided in residential settings. This chapter
continues with a brief overview of ethnicvidentity development, developmental
competence, and psychological well-being. The research questions are then
summarized.

Ethnic Identity Development Theory

The development of a positive sense of ethnic identity is an important task of
adolescence (Phinney, Lochner, & Murphy, 1990). Ethnic identity includes a sense of
membership in a particular ethnic group and the attitudes and feelings associated with
that membership (Bernal & Knight, 1993; Keefe, 1992; Phinney, 1990), as well as
with groups other than one’s own (Tajfel, 1981). It is a complex, multidimensional
construct that varies across members of a group (Phinney, 1996). While much
research has focused on dimensions of ethnic identity that are unique to specific
ethnic groups, the research presented here used methods developed by Phinney
(1992) to study commonalities in the general phenomenon of ethnic identity across
groups.

Phinney’s model. According to Phinney (1992), “Each group has its unique
history, traditions, and values; yet, the concept of belonging to one’s own group is
common to all human beings” (p. 158). From this perspective, ethnic identity is a
multidimensional concept including self-identification as a group member, a sense of
belonging and attachment, positive attitudes or feelings about one’s group, and

participation in the group’s social activities and cultural traditions (Phinney, 1990).
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Whereas ethnicity serves to differentiate subgroups of the population, ethnic identity
may vary within as well as between ethnic groups.

Ethnic identity measurement. Early measurement research on ethnic identity
generally focused on the relationship between a single ethnic minority group and the
dominant group, i.e., Whites (Phinney, 1990; Rotheram, 1987). This approach implies
that people of color define themselves exclusively or predominantly in relation to
Whites, an assumption unsupported by empirical evidence (Yancey, Aneshensel, &
Driscoll, 2001). Instruments have often been quite lengthy, have placed individuals in
a predetermined stage of ethnic identity development, have focused on a particular
aspect of ethnic identity, and have been culturally tailored to a particular ethnic group
(e.g., the Racial Identity Attitude Scale; Yancey et al., 2001).

Phinney (1992) developed the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) in
an effort to capture universal aspects of ethnic identity. The MEIM has been used
extensively in research on multiple ethnic groups, including African American
(Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998; Smith & Brookins, 1997), Asian
American (Feldman, Mont-Reynaud, & Rosenthal, 1992; Zaff et al., 2002), and
Hispanic (Bernal, Knight, Organista, Garza, & Maez, 1993). Additionally, the scale is
among the first in the field to be applicable to youth of European descent (McMahon
& Watts, 2002). In the majority of these studies, participants have been students
attending public high schools and colleges in large, diverse urban areas.

No research was found that examined ethnic identity development among

youth in residential treatment even though ethnic minority children are
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overrepresented in residential treatment programs (Coker, Menz, Johnson, &
McAlees, 1996; Snowden, Cuellar, & Libby, 2003). It is alarming, then, that the issue
of ethnic identity has not been addressed among this unique population. Despite the
high numbers of diverse children currently in residential care, most programs have
not considered the influence that a strong ethnic identity may have for youth in these
settings. Understanding ethnic identity and its influence on salient developmental
tasks is essential for ensuring the quality of services provided to youth in residential
care. This study added to this limited body of research by investigating whether a
strong ethnic identity might be a contributing factor in the psychological well-being
of adolescents in a residential treatment program.
The Construct of Competence

While competence has had numerous meanings in psychology (Garmezy &
Masten, 1991; Masten et al., 1993), it generally refers to a pattern of effective
adaptation in the environment. Such adaptation can be evaluated broadly in terms of
reasonable success with salient developmental tasks expected for a person of a given
age and gender in the context of his or her culture, society, and time (Masten &
Coatsworth, 1995; Masten et al., 1995). It also can be evaluated more narrowly in
terms of specific domains of achievement such as academics, conduct, or peer
acceptance. As competence results from complex interactions between children and
their environment, it will change as they develop and mature or when the context
changes. Furthermore, children are embedded within many other systems such as

families and schools. As children grow up, the contexts in which they must function
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will change. Thus, the ways in which they demonstrate competence will differ
(Hammen, Rudolph, Weisz, Rao, & Burge, 1999; Masten & Coatsworth, 1995). Both
their capabilities and the nature of the contexts in which they live will influence
competence. For youth in residential treatment, these interactions are especially
complex.

The Role of Adaptation in Competence

Most developmental theorists assume that many processes contribute to
individual competence (Masten & Coatsworth, 1995; Sameroff, 2000; Waters &
Sroufe, 1983). These processes require the coordination of various developmental
tasks (i.e., cognitive, emotional, physical, and social activities) to achieve positive
psychosocial outcomes (Masten et al., 1995; Masten & Curtis, 2000). These
developmental tasks serve as valuable markers of how well development has been
proceeding and as warning signs of possible trouble (Cicchetti, 1990; Sroufe, 1979;
Waters & Sroufe, 1983). Indeed, “knowledge about normative development and
developmental tasks provides key benchmarks by which behavior is evaluated as
deviant and maladaptive or effective and successful” (Masten & Coatsworth, 1995, p.
715).

Successful adaptation has been defined from both internal and external
adaptational perspectives. Psychological problems and symptoms associated with
failures of internal adaptation are often conceptualized as “mental illness” or “mental
disease.” Symptoms often include such affective experiences as depressed mood,

anxiety, distress, and negative self-perceptions. Problems of external adaptation might

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



include trouble with the law, school or job failure, and social rejection (Masten &
Coatsworth, 1995; Masten & Curtis, 2000).

Historically, psychological problems and symptoms were viewed within a
disease model. Diagnostic terms were used to both describe and explain maladaptive
behavior (Sameroff, 2000; Sroufe, 1997). More recently, a developmental
psychopathology perspective has been promoted as the foundation for understanding,
treating, and preventing such ‘mental disorders’ (Cicchetti, 1989; Sameroff, 2000;
Shirk, Talmi, & Olds, 2000). This discipline has introduced an important
reorientation to the study of mental health (Sameroff, 2000), in that the principles of
development are viewed as active attempts of each individual to reach an adaptive
relation to his or her environment (Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). Thus, it is imperative to
attend to patterns of adaptation in addition to pathology when describing competence.
A developmental perspective expands upon traditional models of psychopathology in
that it emphasizes the constructive and adaptational processes of development
(Sameroff, 2000; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). Such an approach contributes to the
identification of factors that influence a child’s ability to organize experience and,
consequently, the child’s level of adaptive functioning.

Ethnic Identity as a Marker of Developmental Competence

To effectively study developmental competence, it i1s imperative to understand
the particular features of the individual or the environment that may help to explain
positive outcomes (Masten et al., 1999). The construct of ethnic identity may

contribute to such an understanding, as “attitudes toward one’s own ethnicity are
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central to psychological functioning” (Phinney, 1990, p. 499). Hence it is critical to
determine and appropriately measure the emergence and salience of specific skills,
such as ethnic identity development, that define the functional or adaptive
competence of children.

To date, much of the extant literature on ethnicity and psychopathology lacks
an explicit developmental focus. However, recent models of development propose
that cultures, lifestyles, and even developmental outcomes that are different from the
White middle-class mainstream are neither a product of pathology nor deficient
relative to mainstream standards (Garcia Coll et al., 1996; Jensen & Hoagwood,
1997; Manson, Bechtold, Novins, & Beals, 1997; Ogbu, 1981; Serafica, 1997).
Rather, they are legitimate adaptations to contextual demands and are valuable in
their own right (Garcia Coll, Akerman, & Cicchetti, 2000). This study expanded this
developmental focus to an at-risk population in that it considered the emergence and
salience of ethnic identity and its role in psychological well-being for youth placed in
residential treatment. Specifically, psychological well-being was operationalized from
a developmental perspective.

Ethnic Identity and Psychological Well-Being

A developmental perspective emphasizes the constructive and adaptational
processes of development (Sameroff, 2000; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). Such an
approach contributes to the identification of factors that influence a child’s ability to
organize experience and, consequently, the child’s level of adaptive functioning. In

this study, the construct of psychological well-being (i.e., presence of competence in
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academic functioning and absence of psychopathology) is representative of the
youths’ adaptive functioning and competence.

There is limited research that has examined the relationship of ethnic identity
and psychological well-being. Some studies have established a connection between
ethnic identity and individual outcome variables, such as self-esteem (Lorenzo-
Hernandez & Ouellette, 1998; Verkuyten & Lay, 1998) and academic achievement
(Phinney, 1992). However, no studies of ethnic identity were found that included an
expanded construct of psychological well-being, i.e., one that includes indicators of
both competence and psychopathology. This investigation of the relationships among
a strong ethnic identity and academic success, as well as ethnic identity and
symptoms of depression and anxiety, addressed these connections.

Ethnic identity and academic functioning. Empirical studies have found racial
and ethnic group differences in academic achievement (Cockley, 2002). These
differences have been attributed to a variety of variables, including minority students’
experiences of marginalization and racism (Arroyo & Zigler, 1995; Fordam & Ogbu,
1985), racial identity (Oyserman, Harrison, & Bybee, 2001; Sandoval, Gutkin, &
Naumann, 1997), and motivation (Connell, Spencer, & Aber, 1994). Gender
differences have been noted as well, in that some ethnic minority male students have
been found to perform more poorly than their female peers (Connell et al., 1994).

Studies have begun to examine the relationship between academic

achievement and ethnic identity. In her seminal study regarding the Multigroup

Ethnic Identity Measure, Phinney (1992) examined differences in ethnic identity
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